The pathogenicity of cytomegalovirus.
Human cytomegalovirus is ubiquitous, yet causes little illness in immunocompetent individuals. Disease is evident in immunodeficient groups such as neonates, transplant recipients and AIDS patients either following a primary infection or reactivation of a latent infection. Little is known of the mechanisms underlying the pathogenicity of the virus. The recent determination of the nucleotide sequence of both human cytomegalovirus (strain AD169) and murine cytomegalovirus (murine cytomegalovirus strain Smith) has allowed an analysis of the biological importance of several virus genes. Studies with human cytomegalovirus have indicated that many viral genes are non-essential for replication in vitro which are thus assumed to be important in the pathogenesis of the virus. This is being examined in the murine model where the role of the gene and its product in disease can be directly examined in vivo using viral mutants in which the relevant gene has been interrupted or deleted. Current information on the role of cytomegalovirus genes in tissue tropism, immune evasion, latency, reactivation from latency and damage is described.